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CHAPTER ONE
Taking numbers into account, I think more mental suffering had been undergone in the streets leading from St. George’s, Hanover Square, than in the condemned cells of Newgate
.

—SAMUEL BUTLER


The two remaining Beverley sisters, Belinda and Lizzie, were in London for the Season, far from their country home, and far from their family obsession with Mannerling, the house they loved, the house they had been evicted from due to their late father’s gambling debts.

Their four elder sisters had all married well. Belinda and Lizzie were staying with Abigail, Lady Burfield, one of their sisters, at her town house.

One cold spring morning, they were walking with their maid, Betty, through Hanover Square, when Lizzie cried, ‘There is a wedding at Saint George’s. Let’s go and look.’

‘Such a press of people,’ grumbled Belinda.

‘Oh, let’s see if the bride looks as pretty as you are going to look when you marry Lord Saint Clair.’ Lord St. Clair, reported to be resident in London, and the new owner of Mannerling, was the target of Belinda’s ambitions, although she had not yet met him. Marriage to the owner of Mannerling would
mean getting their old home back.

They edged their way gingerly through the throng of sight seers, gingerbread men, and orange sellers. The church bells were clanging out across sooty London.

‘Here comes the bride,’ said Belinda, and then gave a little gasp.

A young girl came out on the arm of a portly old man.

‘Is that her father?’ asked Lizzie, puzzled. ‘He’s supposed to lead her in, not out.’

‘It’s her husband,’ said Belinda gloomily.

The groom was heavy-set with a bloated face. His silk wedding clothes were strained across his figure. His bride might have appeared prettier were not her face blotched with crying. She was trembling and her large eyes roamed this way and that as if seeking escape. The crowd fell silent.

Still silent, they watched as the girl was led to the gaily decorated bridal carriage. A footman helped her in, and she sat with her head bent. Her groom heaved himself in beside her. He tossed money to the crowd, who surged forward and scrabbled for pennies.

‘Come away,’ said Belinda. They edged their way slowly through the press. The bells continued to ring out triumphantly. Lizzie shivered. She thought their brazen mouths were calling out in celebration of greed and folly and vanity rather than ringing down God’s blessing on a marriage.

‘It happens, Lizzie,’ said Belinda gently, ‘marriages are always being arranged for money.’

‘We in society are supposed to be so sensitive, so cultured, so refined,’ said Lizzie, ‘and yet ladies are forced to behave no better than the trulls at Covent Garden who solicit the gentleman for little more than a shilling and a glass of gin.’

‘It is no one we know, Lizzie.’

‘Are we any better?’ demanded Lizzie fiercely. ‘We do not know this Lord Saint Clair. What if he is a gambler, an oaf, and a wastrel? Would you marry him then just to regain Mannerling?’

‘No, of course not, silly,’ said Belinda. But he is reported to be only in his early twenties and we have heard no scandal about him.’

‘But should he be offensive in any way,’ urged Lizzie, ‘you will not go ahead with this marriage?’

Belinda giggled. ‘I have not even met the gentleman yet, stoopid. He may take one look at me and walk away.’

‘No one could walk away from your beauty,’ said Lizzie simply.

And Belinda did turn heads in the street. She had jet-black hair and creamy skin, large eyes, and a dainty figure. All the Beverley sisters, except waiflike little Lizzie with her red hair, were accounted beauties. Lizzie reflected that as each sister had contemplated marriage,
she had grown in beauty. Lizzie hoped that the same miracle would happen to her when her time came.

Sometimes she hated Mannerling for the almost supernatural grip the stately house had on her. And yet a stubborn illogical voice in her head would tell her that if only they could get their old home back again, with its cool rooms, its painted ceilings, and long green lawns, then life would be peaceful and content.

From the drawing-room window of Abigail’s town house, the girls’ governess, Miss Trumble, watched them return from their walk. She gave a little sigh. Two still to go. Two more Beverley daughters to find suitable husbands for. She wondered if they still were obsessed with Mannerling.

Lady Beverley came into the drawing-room with one long, white, ringed hand to her forehead. ‘I am feeling unwell, Miss Trumble. You will need to chaperone Belinda and Lizzie to the Tamworths’ musicale tonight.

‘What about Lady Burfield?’

‘It is not Abigail’s job to take care of Lizzie and Belinda. Besides, my son-in-law and daughter have another engagement. I do not know why you are so reluctant to go out into society, Miss Trumble.’

Miss Trumble smiled but did not reply. Lady Beverley looked at the elderly governess with some irritation. Miss Trumble had a stately air about her, her brown hair had not a trace of
grey in it and was dressed expertly in one of the new Roman styles, and her gown was of fine silk. What Lady Beverley disliked most about her was that Miss Trumble sometimes made
her
feel like the servant.

‘I am ordering you to escort them,’ she said coldly, ‘and that is that.’

After she had left the room, Belinda and Lizzie came in. ‘How was your walk?’ asked Miss Trumble.

‘Rather sad,’ said Lizzie, taking off her bonnet and swinging it by its ribbons. ‘We saw a wedding at Saint George’s. Such a young lady being wed to a horrible old man.’

‘Just be grateful that you never have to suffer the same fate. I am to escort you this evening.’

‘Mama is unwell again?’ asked Belinda.

‘I think your mother has a headache,’ said Miss Trumble, keeping her opinion to herself that there was nothing up with Lady Beverley at all. Mrs. Tamworth, who was giving the musicale that evening, had remarked to Lady Beverley at a ball the previous week that it was sad to see the Beverley family fallen on such hard times. This comment had taken all Lady Beverley’s pride in having four daughters successfully wed away from her, and she had promptly taken Mrs. Tamworth in dislike.

‘Are you enjoying London?’ Miss Trumble asked.

Belinda sighed. ‘It is all very exciting and yet I often wish I were back at home. Being
brought out is an onerous business. What if no gentleman proposes marriage?’

‘Then you try again the following year,’ remarked Miss Trumble.

Lizzie’s green eyes gleamed with amusement. ‘And if Belinda does not take then, will she be sent to India to catch the eye of some jaded officer at the Calcutta Season? That is the way of the world.’

‘Belinda has already caught the eye of about every gentleman in London,’ said Miss Trumble. ‘I can only hope she will find someone to fall in love with, as her elder sisters have done.’

‘Love?’ Belinda fidgeted fretfully with the fringe of her shawl. ‘What is love?’

‘It is an emotion powerful enough to banish hopes of Mannerling from silly minds,’ said Miss Trumble sharply.

She noticed with a sinking heart the way the girls exchanged glances. Miss Trumble hoped this Lord Saint Clair, the new owner of Mannerling, would not be present at the musicale, or indeed at any other function that the girls attended.

*      *      *

Later that day, Miss Trumble walked up to the attics, where Barry Wort, the Beverleys’ odd man from the country, had a room. She scratched at the door and heard his voice call,
‘Come in.’

Barry looked up, a smile creasing his features as the governess walked into the room.

Miss Trumble smiled back, thinking again what a rock Barry was in a shifting world. He was an ex-soldier who tended the garden and did all the rough work at the Beverleys’ home, Brookfield House. He was a sturdy figure with grey hair and a round, pleasant, honest face.

Miss Trumble sat down. ‘We have not had much time for conversation, Barry.’

‘No, miss. I was thinking of asking my lady if I might return to the country. There is no work for me here. I have seen all the sights and now I am anxious to return.’

‘I wish I could go with you,’ said Miss Trumble. ‘I am to escort Belinda and Lizzie to a musicale this evening. My lady is indisposed, although the real fact is that she has taken this evening’s hostess in dislike.’

Barry looked at her shrewdly. ‘You have hitherto been loath to appear in society.’

‘Nonsense. Only your imagination. It is not my place to chaperone the girls. Goodness knows what Mrs. Tamworth will say when she sees I am come instead of Lady Beverley. Have you any news of this Lord Saint Clair, the new owner of Mannerling?’

‘Only a little bit here and here. A Bond Street beau, foppish, but nothing very scandalous.’

‘I only hope Belinda has not the foolish idea
of trying to wed him, but there is something secretive these days about Lizzie and Belinda. That cursed house, that wretched Mannerling. Will it never let them go?’

‘It’s only a house, I reckon,’ said Barry soothingly. ‘It’s them that won’t let it go. They do say, though, that the place is haunted by Judd and Cater.’ Judd, a previous owner, had hanged himself from the chandelier in the great hall. Cater, a sugar-plantation owner, who had proposed to Rachel Beverley and been refused, had disappeared. Unknown to Miss Trumble, Barry, and the Beverleys, he had been drowned.

‘Let us just pray that Belinda meets someone suitable,’ said Miss Trumble. ‘I shall miss you, Barry.’

‘I’ll return soon, miss, but I would feel more comfortable back at my usual work.’

Miss Trumble rose to her feet. Barry looked at her curiously. ‘What will you do after they are all wed? Stay as companion to Lady Beverley?’

‘I think not.’

‘Then what?’

She smiled. ‘I will think of something.’

*      *      *

Belinda and Lizzie stared in amazement at their governess that evening when they met her in the drawing-room preparatory to setting out
for the musicale. For Miss Trumble looked very odd indeed and not at all like her elegant self. Not only was she sporting a large black wig but her face looked puffed up and distorted.

‘Why are you wearing a wig?’ cried Lizzie. ‘And surely you are wearing wax pads in your cheeks. No one does that any more.’ There had been a fashion, recently exploded, for ladies to wear wax pads in their cheeks to give their faces a Dutch-doll effect.

‘It is almost as if you don’t want to be recognized,’ complained Belinda.

‘I will do very well,’ said Miss Trumble. ‘No one looks at an old chaperone.’

Belinda and Lizzie were both wearing white muslin gowns, Belinda’s being the more elaborate of the two, having more flounces at the hem and a wide embroidered satin sash at the waist. She was wearing one of the new Turkish turbans on her black hair, bought for her at great expense by her sister Abigail. Lizzie wore a wreath of silk leaves and artificial roses.

‘Come,’ said Miss Trumble. ‘It will be a quiet evening, and with any luck the music will be pleasant.’

*      *      *

Mrs. Tamworth, a grand figure with rouged cheeks and Prince of Wales feathers in her pomaded hair, was not pleased that Lady
Beverley had sent this peculiar elderly creature with the odd wig in her place. She nodded haughtily to Miss Trumble and said in a loud, carrying voice, ‘Do tell Lady Beverley I consider her behaviour strange.’

She looked over Miss Trumble’s shoulder. ‘Ah, Lord Saint Clair is arrived.’

Lizzie would have turned around, but Belinda pinched her arm and whispered, ‘Do not look in the least bit interested, or Miss Trumble will lecture us.’

They took their seats among the chattering company. Many of the gentlemen promptly stood up again to get a better look at Belinda, but Belinda was unaware of their interest. Her heart was beating hard. If only she knew what Lord St. Clair looked like. When the company had settled again and the musicale was about to begin, Belinda raised her fan to her face and took a covert look around.

And then she was sure she saw him, a tall, handsome man with hair as black as her own, a strong face and proud nose and sherry-coloured eyes. She had heard that Lord St. Clair was a fashionable beau, and this man was dressed in the finest tailoring. He made every other man in the room look either overdressed or shoddy. Why, just look at that peacock of a young man next to him with his corseted waist, his fobs and seals, his cravat so starched and so high he could barely turn his head.
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